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      From NYT Bestselling Author Michelle M. Pillow comes a tragically beautiful love story that defies perception. 

      When the scandalously independent Isabel Drake refuses to marry the man her parents choose for her, they force her to take lessons on how to become a respectable lady. However, her new tutor makes her feel anything but proper. Although her attraction to Mr. Weston is instantaneous, he resolves to keep her in her place—even as his desires for her become unmistakable.

      Things are not what they seem at Rothfield Park. With Mr. Weston’s arrival, there comes an abundance of restless spirits who insinuate themselves into her life. Quickly, Isabel loses her grasp on reality, not knowing who’s alive or dead. Time is running out, and Isabel must solve the ghostly mystery of the eerie night mist that surrounds the manor before it comes to claim everyone she holds dear—including her Mr. Weston.
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      This book holds a very dear place in my heart. It was originally titled The Mists of Midnight. It is with this story that my career was launched back in April 2004 and I’ve been a full-time author ever since. Though it was the 9th novel that I had written at the time, it was the very first of my published novels. Now, even as my book list is closer to 100 than to 1, I still remember this book fondly as where it all started. Some of those first books have never seen the top of a publisher’s desk (though I’m sure that will soon change).

      So much has happened to me since the book first released, and I wouldn’t change any of it for the world. Forget Me Not (aka The Mists of Midnight) represents several of my loves—historicals, paranormals, and romances. This book has been modified and updated from its original version.

      I am grateful to all of the readers and publishers who have given me a chance over the years, and to the authors with whom I’ve become friends. You all are such a big part of my life.
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        “There is a legend about this flower. Long ago a knight was picking blue flowers for his lady near a stream. He loved her greatly with all his heart and planned to make her his wife. But fate was not kind to the lovers, and he fell in. Though he fought to return to shore, the weight of his armor, combined by the recent floodwaters overtook him. Before he drowned, he threw the flowers at the lady and yelled, ‘Forget me not!’” – Mr. Dougal Weston

        

      

      For this reason, the Forget Me Not flower is the symbol of true love.
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          Rothfield Park, England, 1812

        

      

    

    
      “My heart pounded in a violent fit, and the child wouldn’t quit screaming.” Jane Drake’s words rushed at her oldest sister. Her round eyes shone through her spectacles, echoing the strength of her conviction. “I swear to you, Isabel. It was real. There are unrested spirits at the manor.”

      “It was a dream,” Isabel assured her, remaining calm. Jane was a sweet girl, and Isabel loved her dearly. However, her bookish sister had somewhat of a wild imagination when it came to Rothfield Park.

      “I’m not explaining it well.” Jane’s usually meek expression had stiffened with fright. Absently, she pushed the sliding spectacles up her nose. Her pink linen gown flowed as she paced about the floor. The color matched the flush of her cheeks. The high empire waist was belted with a dark pink sash, and complementing ribbons bound her dark brown hair. Despite her gown's richness, Jane had an indifferent air to her manners, an untidiness that was rather endearing.

      Isabel sighed. Her concerned blue eyes met her sister’s brown ones. She had half a mind to reprimand the servants for telling the girl such fanciful tales upon the family’s arrival to the home. Patting her sister’s cheek with a soft kidskin glove, she whispered, “Oh, Jane, we have let Rothfield Park for nigh six whole months. If spirits were lurking about the manor, they would have made themselves known before now.”

      “But I think they are making themselves known. I have heard them moving about this past week,” Jane insisted. “I know there are more than one. There is a terrified child. And a man—”

      “Jane, I’ll hear no more of this. Quit trying to frighten me.” Isabel shivered, disliking talk of the supernatural. She had no idea why Jane had been so apprehensive lately, but it needed to stop. Then an idea struck her. “Did you just read that new shilling shocker that Harriet sent to you from London?”

      “Yes. But, I—” Jane began.

      “Shh,” Isabel hushed her. “Therein lies your problem. You’ve been staying up late reading in bed, haven’t you? Oh, Jane, and to waste such a gifted mind on such rubbish.”

      Jane merely nodded at the loving correction.

      Satisfied that her sister’s fears were for naught, Isabel relaxed. She smiled at the girl and gave her an impish wink to cheer her. Jane was only sixteen and still very impressionable. Harriet loved to exploit the youngest Drake’s fantasies by giving her useless gifts.

      “You had best be careful when speaking of such things, especially to Mother. She will have Reverend Campbell here in an instant to exorcise this house from demons.” Isabel paused mischievously. “Can you imagine such a thing? The Scotsman would—”

      “Issie, please,” Jane broke in before her sister could say anything that would insult the poor vicar. “He’s a man of God.”

      “He’s a self-righteous prig who I believe has taken to drink.”

      Jane frowned and turned her attention to the floor.

      The fine muslin of her blue and cream gown swished as Isabel moved past her sister to the sideboard. Seeing the customary tray of pastries the servants had set out for breakfast, she ignored the stacked plates, chose a scone, and took a bite, leaning over the tray and using her gloved hand to catch any crumbs that fell. She noticed her distorted reflection in the polished silver, and she liked the way her prettily coiffured hair bounced around her head in gentle, dark curls.

      “Allow me, Miss Drake.” A maid hurried forward, shaking her head. The servant grabbed a plate and held it under the crumbling breakfast.

      Isabel sighed. With a heavenward roll of her eyes, she relinquished the pastry to the fine china. The maid rushed the plate to the table, pulling back a chair for her mistress. Isabel dusted her gloves and waved the woman away with an annoyed toss of her hand.

      “Miss Jane?” The maid gestured to the food.

      Jane shook her head. “No, thank you.”

      The maid backed from the room with a polite curtsey.

      “Issie,” Jane said when they were once again alone. “Please, you must believe me. There was a child in my chamber last night. I could hardly sleep from the fright of it.”

      “Oh, my most prudent sister, I would believe you if the idea were not so fantastic of a notion. But I think I would be more apt to believe you if you told me my horse grew another set of legs overnight. This house is not haunted. And, hating the isolation of Rothfield Park as I do, I can’t give credence to such a conjecture.”

      “You think me a silly girl, don’t you?”

      “No, sweet Jane.” Isabel smiled tenderly; a look saved only for her sister. Jane was her truest friend. “I do not.”

      Viscount Sutherfeld, their father, had moved his three daughters far from London and the influence of its high society, believing it had bred insensible ideas into the girls’ heads. The middle sister, Harriet Drake, was the first to protest to their Aunt Mildred so that the older woman took pity and invited her to stay in her home in London. Once a month, they would receive a dutiful letter from Harriet, gloating about the fine society she enjoyed and filled with her hopes of snagging a suitably rich husband of consequence. The thought brought a frown to Isabel’s features.

      Jane looked at her in worry.

      “I don’t think you’re silly,” Isabel asserted. “I think you’re bored, as you must be in such a place as this. Too bad a regiment of soldiers won’t come to stay in Haventon so that we might for once give a ball.”

      “I don’t mind it so much,” Jane allowed. She’d been out for only one season. That one season was enough to convince the youngest Drake that she preferred to stay in the country. Scratching thoughtfully at her mousy brown hair, she pushed her spectacles up on her nose. “I shouldn’t like it with Aunt Mildred. I do hate having to make conversation with men at balls. I never know what to say to them, and they never seem to listen to me unless I speak of you or Harriet.”

      “You do say the strangest things,” Isabel mused.

      Clearly deciding it best to change the subject, Jane forgot her ghosts for a moment. “You look very pretty, Issie. Is Mr. Tanner coming to call on you?”

      “Yes.” Isabel smiled, disregarding her oncoming melancholy with the name of her gallant suitor. Sighing wistfully, she thought of his dark blond hair and laughing brown eyes. Her Edward was always in fine spirits, and he made it impossible to think of anything contrary to happiness. “He is. I’m sure he will seek permission from Father soon. And, though he does not have much money, I think with my dowry and his smart investing, we will be reasonably well off. Already I have expressed my desire to go to London and Bath. I have it on good authority that he might have expectations of his own though he wouldn’t tell me the exact details.”

      Jane tried to smile but couldn’t seem to muster it. She often said she didn’t want to think of Isabel leaving her. “And what of the colonel? He seems very smitten.”

      “Colonel Wallace?” Isabel shot in surprise. Her hand fluttered to her chest. “Please, Jane. Whatever made you think of the colonel?”

      “When you were sleeping this morning, he came to visit Father. I don’t flatter myself that he came for me,” Jane said.

      Isabel didn’t pay attention to the jealous tinge in her sister’s tone. She turned toward the side window overlooking the front drive. The long, straight gravel road disappeared into the distance, barring all of their neighbors’ homes from sight. Along each side of the driveway were numerous shrubs, sculpted to perfection.

      “Is he still here?” Isabel asked, hating that she might be forced to entertain the quiet man. He was as sparing with his smiles as he was with his praise. She would abhor having such a man for company, let alone as a husband. The only thing recommending Colonel Wallace besides his uncle’s ownership of Rothfield Park, which in essence made him their future landlord, was that he had wealth in his own right. Once the colonel’s uncle died, he would come into an even greater fortune.

      Isabel shivered. What was wealth if it brought with it no happiness?

      “No, I believe he must have gone away by now. Even so, Father wishes me to send you to the library when you’re of a mind to come from your room. I suppose I should have told you right off, but I wanted you to myself before he puts you in a mood.”

      “It’s not Father who I find to be disagreeable. It’s Mother.” Isabel naughtily grimaced as she walked past her sister toward the large paneled doors. Resting her gloved hand on the mahogany, she grumbled, “Too bad she couldn’t have gone to London with Harriet. Maybe, you should speak to her and convince her to go. I would like country life better if she were not in it.”

      Isabel turned around to face her sister.

      Jane didn’t bother to scold her. Instead, she smiled. Isabel and her mother were rarely on speaking terms. It wasn’t unusual for weeks to pass with hardly a word uttered between the two of them.

      “If it would please you, we can exchange rooms. I swear I have never heard so much as a single moan in my chamber,” Isabel said.

      Jane’s eyes lit up. “But that’s because my room is in the area of the house rebuilt after the fire. I’m sure something tragic happened that night, though I can’t prove it. I would very much like to help that poor child’s spirit.”

      “Nonsense.” Isabel refused to pay heed to such thing as ghosts. “But we will trade if it helps you to sleep easier.”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      Isabel nodded, forgetting the bothersome business as soon as she left the dining room.

      Rothfield Park was an old estate, having been renamed for the Marquis of Rothfield, who had restored and expanded the place to one of grandeur and good taste some sixty years past. Soon after having finished the very last detail of the very last room, however, a fire had mysteriously started and burned down a sizeable section of the house. The flames were said to have killed a few servants and a child. It was also rumored that the meticulous Marquis went mad from the destruction and, soon after, died himself, leaving the estate and title to a cousin—Colonel Wallace’s uncle.

      No wonder Jane believes this house is haunted, thought Isabel in hard-pressed amusement. She barely gave credence to the story. She assumed it was exaggerated for the sake of entertaining bored country folk. How else are the good people of Haventon going to get London’s high society to visit them way up north in the middle of nowhere?

      Still, even Isabel had to admit that it was a wondrous home for the generously lenient price of the lease. She couldn’t understand why the marquis would have built it in such an area. Still, nevertheless, she appreciated his eye for details, from the tall white walls of the main hall, trimmed and outlined with mahogany, to the expansive archways and shutters of the same wood, to the pristine marble floors of the adequately sized ballroom. Only a few pieces of furniture had arrived with the Drake family, the weathered pieces oddly out of place with the understated elegance of the furnishings that belonged to the house. The gentle curves of the Rothfield collection were of an older style, not the Palladian style of the modern-day, but still gracious and befitting of a great estate.

      Rich tapestry lined the chairs and settees. Candleholders and fireplaces, sweeping draperies and paned windows, all graced their proper places. Along the carved stone mantles and wooden tabletops strewed an immense variety of vases, sculptures, and clocks. Large portraits of people and dogs lined the vast walls, hanging on damask and Genoa velvet. Their clothing was antiquated, and their faces were so unrecognizable that Isabel found they were hardly worth looking at except out of boredom.

      Bedrooms flanked the east wing, each large and exceptional. Isabel imagined they were not so fine as they should have been, belonging to a Marquis, but they met the Drake family’s needs. The bedrooms had fireplaces and colossal four-poster beds, potted plants, and sturdy furniture. Drawing rooms and dressing rooms adjoined each one.

      The house was built in the shape of a ‘U’ with a paved courtyard and a working fountain in the center. Beyond the house fanned the dense woods in one direction—great for hunting deer her father claimed, though he never hunted—and a stream cut through the woods.

      Between the house and woods sprawled beautifully landscaped gardens, not so well manicured as one would desire, but adequate. There was a beauty to the untamed rose vines in the spring and summer and to the broken cobblestone pathways that led around the grounds, transforming to earthen byways as they twisted through part of the woods. There, various plants and flowers grew—some of them wild. Their bright colors dotted the land and added a sweet fragrance to the air.

      Regularly in the morning hours, the land fogged with a mist that gathered in the night. It wasn’t so unusual an occurrence since they were close to Scotland. However, the mist only added to the servants’ superstitious fears, and often they would warn the Drakes about venturing out in it too late or too early. Isabel laughed at such warnings, shaking her head in tolerating bemusement.

      Turning her steps toward the library where her father could usually be found, Isabel took a deep breath and patted her hair. As she reached for the door, it opened. To her dismay, she came face to chest with Colonel Wallace. Realizing there was no escaping the social necessity, she curtsied. Her gaze barely moved over his stern face and, what Isabel believed to be, a persistently disapproving expression.

      “Colonel Wallace,” she acknowledged with a polite nod. She refused to smile at him, discouraging any misplaced affection he might have for her.

      “Miss Drake,” he returned in his usual curt fashion. “I was hoping to meet with you this morning.”

      “Oh.” Isabel looked away. With forced airiness, she claimed, “I can’t imagine what for.”

      “It’s my wish to call on you this evening—before supper, of course,” said the colonel. His tone was matter of fact, leaving no room for doubts of his intentions.

      He speaks to me as if I were one of his men to be ordered about, Isabel thought in disgust.

      Flippantly, she responded, “Well, alas, good sir. It can’t be my wish. My afternoon is already promised to another. I believe you have been introduced to Mr. Tanner?” She waited for his reluctant nod. “I thought as much.”

      Before she could continue, the colonel said, “Most unfortunate for me. Your parents, however, have invited me to dine tonight, and I should be happy to speak with you at that time. Good day, Miss Drake.”

      “Good day, Colonel,” she answered with a curtsey to match his bow, unable to do otherwise after such an abrupt dismissal. She waited until he was out the front door before moving to join her father.

      “Isabel!” the Viscountess, Lady Sutherfeld, exclaimed. Her mother graciously smiled as she stood from her place in a low chair.

      Isabel eyed her mother with a sense of foreboding, not trusting the woman’s good humor. Nodding, she acknowledged, “Mother. Father.”

      “Come in, Issie. Come in.” Lord Sutherfeld gave a merry wave, favoring his eldest daughter with a smile as he motioned for her to take a seat.

      Isabel dutifully obeyed. Her father cleared his throat and then turned to some of the papers on his desk. Gathering them up, he organized and stacked them neatly into a pile.

      Isabel waited as her father went through the ritual of looking busy as he collected his thoughts. Seeing a frown develop the more he collected, she began to fidget. Her mother’s happy blue eyes gave away nothing beyond the fact she was pleased with herself, as was always the case where her mother was concerned.

      The viscountess was a pretty woman for her advanced years. And though she was prone to a hearty dislike of her eldest child—whom she blamed for the slight roundness of her figure—she often hid it behind a smiling mask, knowing that many men had admired her for her dainty contrivances of pleasure.

      When her father didn’t readily speak, she said, “The colonel told me you asked him to dine this evening. I wish it were not so, for I have already allowed Mr. Tanner to come this afternoon. I hoped that you would also allow him to dine.”

      “Well, of course, we wouldn’t want to appear inhospitable to your guest,” said the viscountess. She looked helplessly at her husband, clearly desiring him to deny his daughter’s request. When he didn’t answer, her mother muttered, “But perhaps the invitation would be better if postponed to another night.”

      “I don’t see why, Mother,” Isabel protested as meekly as she could manage. “Colonel Wallace shouldn’t mind. Already, I’ve told him of Mr. Tanner’s visit—”

      “Oh, Isabel,” the viscountess gasped. “You did no such thing!”

      “Why, yes, Mother. I saw no reason not to. Besides, the colonel is rather tiresome company, and I think the evening’s conversation will be lightened by what Mr. Tanner has to impart.” Her smile might have appeared sweet, but inside she wanted to scream.

      “I’m sorry to hear you say that,” the viscount stated before his wife could speak—attempting to stop the fight brewing between the two women. Isabel watched her father expectantly. The viscountess looked demurely at her lap. He continued, “We shall get to the colonel in a moment. First, I have to discuss something of great discontent to us all. Miss Martens.”

      Isabel cringed, having forgotten her latest disagreement with the governess. “Oh, Father, you can’t believe anything that dreadful woman says.”

      “That dreadful woman is the finest governess we could get to come—” her mother started.

      The viscount cleared his throat, interrupting his wife. “Miss Martens is a highly competent woman, and you vexed her quite grievously. She has left her position here as of this morning.”

      Good! Isabel thought. She hid her triumphant smile. It had taken her only two short months to get rid of the insufferable woman. “I wish I could say I was sorry for it, but the woman was a bore. And I daresay her French was that of…lower society.”

      The viscountess paled at such a thought and was for once at a loss for words.

      “Be that as it may, you need someone to guide you,” her father said.

      “I’m above the age of needing a governess,” Isabel complained, unable to hide her pout. “I have just turned twenty-one. I’m not a child to be led about by the hand.”

      “That has yet to be proven,” the viscount muttered under his breath. Seeing his daughter’s stricken face, he added, “I have decided not to get you another governess.”

      “That is wonderful news,” Isabel exclaimed happily.

      “What?” the viscountess demanded in horror. “My dear, dear husband, you can’t mean for me to chaperone our daughters everywhere? Whenever would I have the time?”

      “No, my lady.” The viscount’s expression held only a passing fondness for his wife. She was an amiable companion to him, one who had still been blessed with charm and looks even after children. For that, he gave small thanks. “I have decided that our daughters need someone more commanding: to educate Jane properly and to prevail over Isabel’s outspokenness.”

      “Father?” Isabel grew apprehensive.

      “I will hire you a tutor.” Her father was clearly proud of his own cleverness. “I think an educated man is just the thing for our Issie.”

      “But, propriety.” The viscountess paled and fanned her face with the threat of a swoon.

      “Take control of yourself, my lady,” the viscount said, unaffected by his wife’s theatrics. “Mr.—”

      “Father?” Isabel whispered, not hearing him. “Tell me you’re joking.”

      The viscount continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “He’s beyond reproach. I have the highest recommendation of his character and have spoken extensively about him with the colonel. Now, Colonel Wallace has allowed that such a fine character of sound mind and impeccable reputation won’t be improper at all, considering Isabel is never alone with the man in private. And it’s my hope that you, my dear Issie, will learn from him the proper discourse to be had with a gentleman. No more speaking of horseflesh and breeding, do you hear me?”

      Isabel flinched. Miss Martens had caught her conversation with Mr. Tanner the week before and had harped on her endlessly. She should have known the woman would tattle to her father about it.

      “And why would the colonel be involved in such a decision as to my tutor?” Isabel frowned. Seeing her mother’s teary smile, she felt her stomach tighten.

      “Colonel Wallace is rather taken with your charms, my dear,” her father answered.

      “Yes, quite taken,” echoed her mother with a nod.

      “What are you saying, Father? By all means, speak plainly.” Isabel gripped the sides of the chair, her gloved hands working hard against the rough material. Her cheeks burned with the first simmer of anger.

      “He wishes to marry you, Daughter, and I have given him my consent. We agree that, after some intensive training of your mind and actions, he will claim you as his wife and formally introduce you to his uncle.” The viscount appeared a bit puzzled by her reaction. “Surely, you know of his feelings?”

      “No, I do not,” Isabel answered.

      “Isabel, your tone,” her mother scolded.

      “I will not mind my tone.” She stood, desiring nothing more than to run away. “You must send him notice at once that you have changed your mind.”

      “I will do no such thing.” Her father remained calm. “A gentleman does not rescind on his word without good cause. And you can forget Mr. Tanner. I will never consent to such a disagreeable man as he.”

      “But the colonel? He wishes to change me,” Isabel whispered in a mix of anger and mortification. “Am I not suited as I am? He would turn me into a meek and mild plaything?”

      “You overreact.” The viscount scowled in displeasure, and his tone became hard. “We merely wish to see your more desirable traits polished before you are to be a wife.”

      “Our family remaining in this home may very well be dependent on the impression you make upon his uncle,” her mother inserted.

      “And you won’t be entertaining Mr. Tanner tonight or ever again unless it’s with the colonel’s consent,” her father said. “Mr. Tanner has been a most unwelcome influence over you, Issie.”

      “You will receive the colonel’s attentions tonight, Daughter,” her mother insisted.

      “I will not,” Isabel managed through clenched teeth. “If he wishes to speak to me, he will hear my thoughts. I won’t have him. He’ll be wasting his time for the very character of my person, which he finds so objectionable, cannot and will not be changed. So I beg you, spare the colonel the embarrassment of asking.”

      “Won’t have him? He’s worth nearly seven thousand a year.” Her mother fluttered her hands nervously before her face, hovering between the desire to scold her daughter and the need to faint to prove how upset she was. “You couldn’t hope to do much better. And as to change, a wife’s place is nothing if not sacrifice.”

      “And, after his uncle passes, he will own Rothfield Park,” her father added logically. “He will be the new Marquis of Rothfield.”

      Isabel took several deep breaths. Her parents were serious. They wanted her to give up her chance at happiness for a man with seven thousand a year and a house whose location she abhorred.

      “If you don’t marry him,” her mother threatened, “I shall never speak to you again. And neither shall your father.”

      “Then I look forward to a long and happy silence,” Isabel shouted. She rushed through the library door. Seeing Jane as she passed through the front hall, Isabel met her sister’s stricken expression and experienced a moment’s regret.

      Ignoring Jane’s gentle entreaties, Isabel ran from the house as fast as she could. She refused to cry as she made her way to the stables. The heat of anger stung her features.

      Without a groom to help her, she collected her mare. Isabel grabbed a set of reins from the stall and fashioned them around the horse’s neck. Then, leading the palfrey out into the diffuse sunlight, she brought the horse to the stairs so that she could maneuver onto its back with as much incensed grace as possible.

      Seated without the benefit of a sidesaddle, she nudged the mare. The spirited animal bolted forward with a jerk and tore off toward the north field where the grass was the most open.

      Isabel, having ridden since the age of four, didn’t think twice about her wild ride. Her skirts flew behind her, pressing against her legs and fanning over the backside of the horse. When she was well into the field, she discovered she had two choices. Either she could ride out into the clearing within view of the library window, or she could ride into the gathering mist, far from her father’s watchful gaze.

      Isabel chose the mist.

      Once out of sight, she swung her leg over the mare’s back and adjusted her skirts, so she was better seated astride the horse. The mist grew heavier, but she ignored it. She raced past shrubs and then trees, and the mare found an easy path. Its hooves pounded down a gentle incline through a limb-covered alcove.

      The fog thickened. Isabel reined the horse to a rough stop. She heard the gentle babble of the nearby stream, but she couldn’t see the water. The horse’s hooves pattered nervously. The mist continued to expand and thicken until she could barely see the trees in front of her.

      She looked around in mounting fright. Her attention snapped to one side and then the other. The trees faded entirely, leaving behind an all-consuming whiteness. The water grew louder until she couldn’t tell from which direction it came. Maneuvering the horse around, she urged the palfrey to move. At first, the animal resisted but finally obeyed as she yelled at it to go.

      Isabel leaned close to the horse’s neck, willing it to find its way home. The fog continued to thicken. The horse’s movements became slow and cautious. The animal’s ears twitched, and its head bobbed in agitation.

      Isabel forced a nervous laugh, even as she trembled. The flesh on the back of her neck prickled in warning. She hugged closer to the skittish mare. She could feel its hot, sweaty flesh pressing into her gown. As they moved, she watched the white fog. She willed her eyes to detect anything familiar. A tree limb passed close to her face. She jolted back in alarm.

      And then she heard singing, the sweet chime of a child’s voice in play. The hollow melody was haunted, despite the girl’s joyful laughter. It echoed in the trees. At first, the sound was behind her, as if the child ran through the mist. However, Isabel urged the horse faster. The voice was beside her; its bearer keeping pace with the mare.

      “Play,” she heard the childlike whisper near her ear.

      Isabel jolted in fright. No one was there. Tears slid over her cheeks. She bit her lip to keep from crying out. The singing resumed in the forest and grew louder than before. The fog became so dense she could hardly make out the horse’s alert ears.

      “Hello?” she called, her voice cracking. “Who’s there?”

      “Play,” demanded the pouting voice.

      “Who are you?” Isabel insisted. She couldn’t see her hands. Her limbs shook. She was too afraid to move from the familiarity of the horse’s back. She felt the mare shake and jolt with each ring of laughter, each note of an eerie ballad. “What do you want?”

      Suddenly, the laughing turned into crying. The mist felt as if it pressed into Isabel’s skin. She breathed it into her lungs like the smoke from a fire. Coughing, she tried to catch her breath. Almost instantly, perspiration dotted her flesh. The horse neighed and bucked in protest. Her fingers found her throat, tearing at her gown as she fought for air.

      “I want to play with you,” the child answered with a sulk in her voice. The words sounded hollow, garbled by a roaring Isabel couldn’t make out. She coughed louder, desperate to get out of the fog. Sweetly, the girl asked, “Are you my mother? Are you the girl from my bedchamber?”

      She would much rather take her chances against the forest.

      “No!” Isabel kicked her horse in the ribs, urging it forward, not caring if she were still in the woods.

      As the startled mare began to run, movement shot out from the fog. Isabel saw the ruffling of a shirt. It was the hand of a man—pale, strained, and strong. He tried to grab hold of the reins.

      Isabel screamed louder. The horse jolted violently, and she lost her grip. The hand disappeared behind her. She sat up, looking over her shoulder to see if the man was chasing her. There was nothing but mist all around.

      With a relieved sigh, she turned to look forward. Her eyes didn’t have time to focus as a branch materialized out of the fog. It struck her across the forehead, knocking her back with a sharp crack. Blood filled her mouth. Her head hit the jolting movements of the animal’s galloping rump. Her feet loosened their hold, and she flipped over the back of the horse to the ground. And, as her head struck the earth, the white mist turned into an enveloping darkness.
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      The early dawn came and went, dragging into the lateness of morning. The sun moved high and warm over the fields and valleys of Rothfield Park, dispersing the night's misty fog with the warmth of the day. Trees danced gently in the graceful wind, and flowers colored the land in the full bloom of spring. The perfumed air crept into every crack and crevice of the manor until all was fresh and clean.

      To this wondrous delight, Isabel opened her heavy eyes. She moaned, stroking her hands over the comfortable linen of her bed, and then sweeping dreamily beneath her pillow. Sighing to test her voice, she reached to feel her forehead. It ached lightly but was nothing to be concerned over, and she quickly forgot the dull pain.

      Isabel’s bedchamber was a large square filled with woven rugs and quaint furniture. The raised four-poster bed had been carved from dark wood, contrasting nicely with the white-painted walls. An embroidered cloth covered her dressing table. Someone had placed a low chair by the fireplace, which was raised on a circular platform.

      A long window with paned glass that opened inward was on the side of the fireplace, letting in enough light to see. There was no fire burning on such a brilliant day as this, so the room’s far corner was darker than usual. She sat up, crawling from the fluffy bed to stand on the floor. Her bare feet crushed the mauve floral rug beneath them.

      Seeing that she was alone, she decided not to call a maid to attend her and hurriedly dressed herself for the day. The lateness of the morning hour was alarming since she never slept so long. She wondered why no one had been sent to wake her. Then, with a rueful smile, she remembered her mother was angry with her for refusing to wed the colonel and had undoubtedly extended her displeasure to depriving her of servants.

      Isabel donned a lightweight gown of green floral design on white linen and gauze. She smoothed the skirts and managed to tie the little bow in the back of the high waist herself. The draping sleeves were short, so she decided it would be best to wear her long gloves, pulling the material up her arms to rest above her elbows. From the look of the delicate sunlight, it would be a perfect day to walk alone in the gardens, maybe with a book.

      Next came her white stockings and low-cut slippers. She brushed her hair into a quick coiffure, hiding the dark locks under a floral green bonnet. Ribbons adorned the shallow crown and deep brim.

      Tying the hat under her chin, she looked into the mirror with satisfaction. Her complexion shone like fine porcelain, and her eyes were bright with life. Even her mother wouldn’t be able to find fault with her appearance this morning.

      She patted her hair and, without a backward glance, picked up a stole from her chair as she went to join the family downstairs. She hoped her parents had gotten over their disappointment of her rejection of the colonel. Propriety and good breeding could only get a man so far. He was such a dreadful bore.

      Threading the stole through her gloved fingers, she pulled absently at the fringe. Then, draping the material around her arms as she came to the main hall, she frowned. Outside she could hear a carriage pulling away from the house. Curious, she went to the window, pulling back the drapes. It was their family carriage leaving the estate.

      Before she could investigate, a manservant opened the front door. He bowed slightly as her mother walked in. The viscountess glanced around the hall. Then, nodding to the servant in dismissal, she came to look out the window beside Isabel.

      The viscountess lifted her hand to pull aside the curtain. She didn’t look at her daughter, choosing instead to sigh out toward the lawn. Isabel studied her mother’s face carefully. It was strained, more so than usual. Her eyes were sad and wet from crying.

      “Mother?” Isabel questioned softly. She lifted a hand to her mother’s shoulder. “Is anything amiss? Who is in the carriage? Where are they going?”

      The viscountess glanced at her shoulder, shivering as she shook her daughter’s hand from her. For a moment, Lady Sutherfeld looked toward Isabel, not meeting her daughter’s eye. Then, turning back to the window, the viscountess whispered, “There goes the last of my daughters from Rothfield Park. Godspeed, my dear Jane. May your visit with Harriet bring you a comfort I cannot feel.”

      Isabel gasped at the deliberate slight. She stiffened in understanding. Desperately, she whispered, “Mother? What do you mean? You can’t be so angry with me as to ignore me forever. The colonel—”

      “The colonel?” the viscountess echoed in a dramatic whisper. She furrowed her brows, lifted her chin proudly into the air, and sniffed. More tears wet the woman’s blue eyes. She dabbed at them lightly with an embroidered handkerchief. Then, without one look at her waiting daughter, she turned away. The handkerchief dropped from her hand as she walked, the light fabric skimming across the floor as it fell, forgotten by its owner.

      Isabel started to call out to the viscountess. However, seeing the little square still stained with tears, she picked up the fabric and rubbed her gloved fingers over the damp material. Clutching it, she felt like weeping.

      Her mother had callously dismissed her. Isabel knew the woman was given to theatrics, but surely such an extreme punishment was unwarranted. Although being treated with silence was nothing new to her, the pointed refusal to acknowledge her was.

      Just as she knew the bend of the viscountess’ nature, she knew too that her mother was stubborn in her convictions, and it might be ages until she deemed her eldest daughter worthy of conversation. Isabel had no idea the colonel’s fortune meant that much to the viscountess. It’s not like they were poor, and the daughters needed to marry to save the family fortune.

      “Fine, don’t speak to me,” Isabel whispered angrily. She refused to cry as she went back to the window. The carriage was gone. Remembering what her mother had told her, if not directly, she frowned. She sent Jane to London.

      “Oh, Jane.” Isabel already missed her sister. Jane wouldn’t have chosen to go to London on her own. Undoubtedly this was another of her mother’s punishments—to take away her confidant. Her unhappiness was overridden by anger toward her mother, and she found herself storming into the dining room.

      She grabbed a pastry off of a tray. Hearing a gasp behind her, she turned to see an offended maid’s pale face. It was the same girl who had given her the plate the day before.

      The maid’s mouth opened as if she might speak. Isabel cut her off with a grimace. “Not you, too. I will not suffer your accusing glances on top of my mother’s. Begone from my sight at once!”

      The maid gave a pitiful whimper and scampered off. Throwing the pastry down on the tray, Isabel strode from the room without eating anything.

      “If no one wants me here, I shall go out.” In part, she felt sorry for her animosity toward the maid, but she didn’t go back to apologize. Without waiting for a servant to attend her, she went out of the front door, slamming it shut behind her.

      Outside, the day was as fresh and clean as the morning sunlight in her bedroom window had promised. Isabel strolled over the graveled drive, through the grass, and then into the garden. She ignored the paved courtyard close to the house, choosing instead to follow the earthen walkways leading through the rows of flowers and benches.

      The farther she wandered from the house, the easier her steps became until she could feel no anger, only joy in a beautiful day. Making her way to a bench, she sat on the stone seat. She realized then that she’d forgotten to bring a book with her. Not that she felt like reading, she assured herself, refusing to go back.

      Time passed with the rolling of grasses in the gentle breeze. Isabel closed her eyes, letting the sun warm her as she turned her face toward it. She unfastened her bonnet, letting it fall from her fingers. Her stole clung loosely to her arms.

      Suddenly, a chill swept over her, and she shivered violently. Crunching footfall drew near, coming from the house. She turned her head to confront the noise.

      The heavy footsteps came steadily closer. Had her parents sent the colonel to join her?

      A figure appeared from behind a shrub, his tall frame outlined by sunlight. Isabel relaxed some as she realized she wasn’t acquainted with the man. He was much too slender to be Edward, and his gait too relaxed to be the colonel. Lifting her chin, she waited for him to approach her. His attention turned away from her to admire a bird taking flight in the distance. The sun bounced off the shiny dark hair bound at the nape of his neck. He leaned on a slender walking stick.

      Isabel coughed delicately, watching him in expectation. At the noise, the man’s head whipped toward her. He took a step forward into the shade. At first, he didn’t make a move to acknowledge her with words as he watched with veiled curiosity. Grayish green eyes stared out from beneath a worried brow. They struck her with their unmistaken depth.

      If ever in her wild youth she’d been stunned to dry-mouthed silence, this moment was it. Her heartbeat sped up from its usually steady rhythm. Another chill worked its way over her, and she was forced to blink and look away as she assessed his effect on her composure.

      The man appeared to relax when her attention turned from him. Without comment, he took another step as if to pass her completely. Isabel propelled into action and stood to block his way.

      Confusion passed over his features as he studied her. Slowly, he bowed. Isabel curtsied in return.

      “Good day, sir,” she said politely. Her voice was as weak as her legs, but she did her best to control it. She wouldn’t let this man move on without discovering who he was. She waited to hear his voice, hoping it was high or off-pitch to counteract the disturbing effect of his handsome face.

      Her gaze traveled over his attire. His clothes were of sufficient quality but by no means of the latest style. A stiff cravat fitted around his throat, the tall points of his high collar nearly touching his ears. His dark gray waistcoat looked solemn next to the black of his knee-length jacket. She realized his attire was more suited to the styles when she was a young girl.

      “Good day,” the man answered carefully. His tone was stern and disapproving, though it wasn’t at all unpleasant, much to Isabel’s delight and dismay.

      “Are you lost, sir?” she asked.

      “No, Miss, I am not.” His words were stunted as if he were afraid to use them. He swallowed a bit nervously, making no attempt to go around her or to leave her, as he waited for her to speak.

      Isabel studied his eyes and imagined they swam with thoughts, or perhaps dark emotions. Then an idea struck her. She expected a new tutor, and without a doubt, this had to be him. His old clothes were probably gifts from a previous lord he had served. His uneasiness could only mean her parents were still not talking to her and had sent him to introduce himself. It was clear by his stiff demeanor that he was displeased by the arrangement.

      Isabel sighed. “You must be the new tutor my father has arranged for my sister and me. However, Jane has left for London this morning, and I do not require your services.”

      This seemed to surprise him. The man tilted his head thoughtfully and furrowed his brow. The look could only be interpreted as distaste for her bluntness.

      “Oh, don’t tell me you’re at a loss for words,” she laughed. “You’re a tutor and must know of a great many things to say. Surely you know that it’s up to me to introduce myself since my parents won’t do it. And I expect you’re the man they have hired to change my very disagreeable nature.”
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